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India is continuing a multi-religion and cultural society in the ancient to modern time. Time 
to time many travellers like Greek, Chinese, Muslims and Europeans visited in India. Al-berunni and 
Ibn-Battuta were Muslim travellers visited India in medieval period. Al-berunni come with 
Mahammud Gajnavi and Ibn-Battuta came time of Muhammad Tuglaq, the emperor of Delhi. They 
are describe about Indian society specially northern India. Both of them focused on Indian caste 
system, religion of society and its status and profession, but in critical perspective. We will examine 
both of travellers as analytical point of views on Indian society. 
 
Key Note-Greek, Chinese, Muslims, European’s, Al-Berunni, Ibn-Battuta, Mahamud Gajnavi, 
Muhmmad Tuglaq, Indian Society, Religion 
 
 
People have travelled in search of work, to escape from natural disasters, as trader‟s 
merchants, soldiers, priests‟ pilgrims or driven by a sense of adventure or sometime compelled to 
have a journey certainly out of theirs no wish. Whatever the cause there might have been travellers 
who visited or came to stay in a new land invariable encountered a world that was different in term 
of the landscape or physical environment as well as customs, languages, beliefs and practices of 
people. Many of them try to adapt to these difference; other, somewhat exceptional, note them 
carefully in accounts, generally recording what they find unusual or remarkable. 
 
The accounts that survive are often varied in terms of their subject matter. Some deal with 
affairs of the court, while others are mainly focused on religious issues, or architectural features and 
monuments. Some of them were interested in looking at popular customs and the folklore and 
traditions of their own land. In this sequence the students of Medieval Indian History are very much 
familiar with two personalities namely, Al-Berunni and Ibn-Battuta, both visited different parts of 
Indian sub-continent and stayed for years, seen the land and people closely and left their masterly 




As these authors came from a vastly different social and cultural environment to a different 
one it made them often more attentive to everyday activities and practices which were taken for 
granted by indigenous writers, for whom these were routine matters, not worthy of being recorded. 
It is this difference in perspective that makes the accounts of travellers interesting and peculiar in 
nature. But the question is whether we can compare both just because of mere fact that they visited 
as learned travellers and left monumental works out of their experience. Or there are some facts 
and factors which make them unmatchable! Let‟s have an idea about their life and work first. 
 
Al-Berunni and the Kitab-ul-Hind 
 
Al-Berunni was born in 973, in Khwarizm in present day Uzbekistan. Khwarizm was an 
important centre of learning, and Al-Berunni received the best education available at the time3. He 
was well versed in several languages: Syriac, Arabic, Persian, Hebrew and Sanskrit. 4 Although he did 
not know Greek, he was familiar with the works of Plato and other Greek philosophers, having read 
them in Arabic translations. In 1017, when Sultan Mahmud invaded Khwarizm, he took several 
scholars and poets back to his capital, Ghazni; Al-Berunni was one of them.5 He arrived in Ghazni as a 
hostage, but gradually developed a liking for the city, where he spent the rest of his life until his 




1 Dr.  Edward  C.  Sachau  (tra.),  AlBerunni‟s  India,  2  Vols.,  London,  1888;  reprint  by  Low  Price 
 
Publications, New Delhi, 1993. This book is named by al-Berunni as Kitab-fi-Tahkik ma li‟l-Hind or 
Kitab ul Hind i.e. Researches on India. We are much familiar with it as AlBerunni‟s India. 
 
2 H.A.R. Gibb (tra.), Ibn Battuta Travels in Asia and Africa 1325-1354, London Fourth impression 
1957. Originally this book was named as Tuḥfat al-nuẓẓār fī gharā‟ib al-amṣār wa-„ajā‟ib al-asfār 
i.e. Gift to those eager to observe the Wonders of Cities and Marvels of Journeys but is became 
reduced to Rihla i.e. journey.  
 
3 Hakim Mohammed Said and Dr. Ansar Zahid Khan. Al-Berunni: His Times, Life and Works. Hamdard  
 
Academy, Karachi, Pakistan, 1981. See also Bobojan Gafurov, “Abu Al-Rayhan Mohammed Ibn 
Ahmad Al-Berunni A Universal Genius who lived in Central Asia a thousand years ago.” In The 
UNESCO  
 
Courier, June 1974, Paris-France, p. 5.  
 
4 Rahman Habib, A Chronology of Islamic History, 570-1000 CE, Mansell Publishing, p. 167. See also 
at Al-Berunni."Al-Berunni”. Encyclopedia Britannica. Encyclopedia Britannica Online. Encyclopedia 








This was not unusual. Sanskrit works on astronomy, mathematics and medicine had been translated 
into Arabic from the eighth century onwards. When the Punjab became a part of the Ghaznavid 
Empire, contacts with the local population helped create an environment of mutual trust and 
understanding. Al-Berunni spent years in the company of Brahmana priests and scholars, learning 
Sanskrit, and studying religious and philosophical texts. While his itinerary is not clear, it is likely that 
he travelled widely in the Punjab and parts of northern India. This literature dealt with lands as far 
apart. Al-Berunni‟s expertise in several languages allowed him to compare languages and translate 
texts. He translated several Sanskrit works, including Patanjali‟s work on grammar, into Arabic.6 
Brahmana friends, he translated the works of Euclid (a Greek Mathematician) into Sanskrit. 
 
Al-Berunni‟s Kitab-ul-Hind, written in Arabic, is simple and lucid. It is a voluminous text, divided into 
80 chapters on subjects such as religion and philosophy, festivals, astronomy,alchemy, manners and 
customs, social life, weights and measures, iconography, laws and metrology. Generally (though not 
always), Al-Berunni adopted a distinctive structure in each chapter, beginning with a question, 
following this up with a description based on Sanskritic traditions, and concluding with a comparison 
with other cultures. Some present-day scholars have argued that this almost geometric structure, 
remarkable for its precision and predictability, owed much to his mathematical orientation.7 Al-
Berunni, who wrote in Arabic, probably intended his work for peoples living along the frontiers of 
the subcontinent. He was familiar with translations and adaptations of Sanskrit, Pali and Prakrit texts 
into Arabic – these ranged from fables to works on astronomy and medicine. However, he was also 
critical about the ways in which these texts were written, and clearly wanted to improve on them. 
He was beyond comparison, superior to every man of his time in the art of composition, in scholar 
like accomplishments, and in the knowledge of geometry and philosophy, and above all he had 
"most rigid regard for truth." 8 
 
Few periods in man‟s history can boast the existence of one of those rare intellectual giants 
whose genius not only embraces the knowledge of his time but reaches out to uncharted, unknown 
frontiers. Such a man was Al-Berunni, who ranks among the greatest scholars of the Islamic world: 
Astronomer, mathematician, physicist, geographer, historian, linguist, ethnologist, pharmacologist 
as well as poet, novelist and philosopher Al-Berunni‟s contribution to human learning was unique. 
He had a scientific spirit in the full sense of the term and displayed a spirit of understanding and 




6 Ibid, Preface, p. xxxviii.  
 
7 Sardar Ziauddin, “Science in Islamic Philosophy”, in Islamic Philosophy, Routledge Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy, Retrieved 2008-02-03.  
 
8 Elliot, H.M. (Henry Miers),Sir; John Dowson, “Tarikh-ul-Hind of Berunni” The History of India, as 
told by its own Historians. The Mushammadan Period (Vol. 2), London. Reprint Low Price 
Publications, New Delhi, 1996.  





Ibn Battuta’s Rihla 
 
 
An early globe-trotter Ibn Battuta‟s book of travels, called Rihla, written in Arabic, provides, 
extremely rich and interesting about the social and cultural life in the sub-continent in the 
fourteenth century. This Moroccan traveler was born in Tangier into one of the most respectable 
and educated families known for their expertise in Islamic religious law or Shari’a.10 True to the 
tradition of his families, Ibn Battuta received literary and scholastic education when he was quite 
young. Unlike most other members of his class, Ibn-Battuta considered experience gained through 
travels to be a more important source of knowledge than books. He just loved traveling and went to 
far-off places, exploring new worlds and peoples and left the Tangier at the age of twenty two.11 
 
Before he set off for India in 1332-33, he had made pilgrimage trips to Mecca, and had already 
traveled extensively in Syria, Iraq, Persia, Yemen, Oman and a few trading ports on the coast of East 
Africa. Travelling overland through Central Asia, Ibn Battuta reached Sind in 1333. He also visited 
Hansi in Haryana and described it as “among the most beautiful cities, the best constructed and the 
most beautiful cities, the best constructed and the most populated.12 He had heard about 
Muhammed bin Tughlaq, the Sultan of Delhi, and lured by his reputation as a generous patron of 
arts and letters, set off for Delhi, passing through Multan and Uch. The Sultan was impressed by his 
scholarship, and appointed him the qazi or judge of Delhi. He remained in that position for several 
years, until he fell out of favour and was thrown into prison. Once the misunderstanding between 
him and the Sultan was cleared, he was restored to imperial service, and was ordered in 1342 to 
proceed to China as the Sultan‟s envoy to the Mongol ruler. With the new assignment, Ibn Battuta 
proceeded to the Malabar coast through central India. From Malabar he went to the Maldives, 
where he stayed for eighteen months as the qazi, but eventually decided to proceed to Sri Lanka. He 
then went back once more to the Malabar coast and the Maldives, and before resuming his mission 
to China, visited Bengal and Assam as well. He took a ship to Sumatra, and from there another ship 
for the Chinese port town of Zaytun (now known as Quanzhou). He traveled extensively in China, 
going as far as Beijing, but did not stay for long, deciding to return home in 1347. His account is 
often compared with that of Marco Polo, who visited China (and also India) from his home base in 
Venice in the late thirteenth century. Ibn Battuta meticulously recorded his observations about new 
cultures, peoples, beliefs, values, etc. It is needed to bear in mind that this globe-trotter was 
traveling was to travel than it is today. According to Ibn Battuta, it took forty days to travel from 
Multan to Delhi and about fifty days from Sind to Delhi. 
 
10 Op.Cit. Gibb, Introduction, p. 2. See also Ross E. Dunn, The Adventures of Ibn Battuta, 
University of California Press, 2005, p. 22.  
 
11 Jawaharlal Nehru, Glimpses of World History, Oxford Press, 1989, pp. 752. After outlining the 
extensive route of Ibn Battuta‟s Journey, Nehru notes, “This is a record of travel which is rare 
enough today with our many conveniences … In any event, Ibn Battuta must be amongst the 
great travelers of all time.” Op. cit., Gibb, Introduction, p. 43.  
 





The distance from Daulatabad to Delhi was covered in forty days, while that from Gwalior to Delhi 
took ten days. Robbers were not the only hazard on long journeys the traveler could feel homesick, 
or fall ill. Here is an excerpt from the Rihla, „I was attacked by the fever, and I actually tied myself on 
the saddle with a turban cloth in caseI should fall off by reason of my weakness… So at last we 
reached the town of Tunis, and the townsfolk came out to welcome the Shaikh .. and … the son of 
the qazi… On all sides they came forward with greetings and questions to one another, but not a 
soul said a word of greeting to me, since there was none of them I knew. I felt so sad at heart on 
account of my loneliness that I could not restrain the tears that started to my eyes, and wept 
bitterly13. Traveling was also more insecure. Ibn Battuta was attacked by bands of robbers several 
times.14 In fact he preferred traveling in a caravan along with companions, but this did not deter 
highway robbers. While traveling from Multan to Delhi, for instance, his caravan was attacked and 
many of his fellow travelers lost their lives; those travelers, who survived, including Ibn Battuta, 
were severely wounded. 
 
Ibn-Battuta was an inveterate traveler who spent several years traveling through North 
Africa, West Asia and parts of Central Asia (he may even have visited Russia), the Indian 
subcontinent and China, before returning to his native land, Morocco. When he returned, the local 
ruler issued instructions that his stories be recorded. A gracious direction was transmitted (by the 
ruler) that he (Ibn Battuta) should dictate an account15 of the cities which he had seen in is travel, 
and of the interesting events which had clung to his memory, and that he should speak of those 
whom he had met of the rulers of countries, of their distinguished men of learning, and their pious 
saints. Accordingly, he dictated upon these subjects a narrative which gave entertainment to the 
mind and delight to the ears and eyes, with a variety of curious particulars by the exposition of 
which he gave edification and of marvelous things, by referring to which he aroused interest. But for 
centuries his book was obscure, even within the Muslim world. 
 
Now, at the end of the survey of life and work of both the personalities we can do some an 
analysis from different perspective. First of all, they represented the Muslim traveler, geographer, 
scholar and even philosopher of the Medieval period and studying the lives of these two 
personalities, indirectly unfurls the socio-cultural-political milieu of the Medieval period, whose 
political, social and intellectual order very much determined Al-Berunni‟s and Ibn-Battuta‟s 
treatment of knowledge. The political instability of the Central Asian region compelled Al-Berunni to 
flee from one country to another.16 
 
 
13 Op. cit., Gibb, pp. 43-45.  
 
14 B.Bhadani, Khayat, (itihas, kala avam sankriti ki shodh patrika),Marubhumi Shodh Sansthan, 
Bikaner, Rajasthan, Ank-1 Varsh 2,(July-December 2012) p.114-115  
 
15 Op. cit., Dunn, The Adventures, pp. 313-14. 
 
16 Op. cit., Sachau, AlBerunni’s India, Preface, pp. xiii-x, as the dynasties such as Banu Iraq at Kath, 
Buyid at Rayy, Samanid at Bukhara, Ziyarid at Gurgaon, and Ma‟munid at Jurjaniyya were 
threatened by wars and disorders.  
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Al-Berunni finally settled and buried at Ghazna ruled by the Ghaznavid dynasty after spending 
approximately 30 years, serving the rulers. Whereas Ibn Battuta spent all most 30 years of his life in 
traveling from one country to another one court to other. Al-Berunni‟s travel was confined to the 
Central Asian region and parts of North WesternIndia whose part of the journey was retraced by Ibn 
Battuta as part of his 75,000 miles distance, which covered over 44 modern countries situated in 3 
different continents and saw the world. But he couldn‟t see the causation behind the event or any 
thought though narrated it. On the other hand, Al-Berunni had journeyed in the vast field of 
knowledge to quell the quench of causation. It wouldn‟t be wrong to say that both were governed 
by the world view of Islam, which helped determine their philosophy, attitude, objective, 
epistemology and methodology of knowledge aside from the socio-cultural-political order of the 
early and later medieval period (950-1400). Al-Berunni‟s philosophy reflects in his belief that Allah is 
omniscient and therefore does not justify ignorance, man has instinctive tendency to acquire 
knowledge, the quest for knowledge is the supreme goal in human life.17 And both demonstrated 
determination, objectivity, passionate and being observant in their educational pursuits. 
 
The similarity between Ibn Battuta and Al-Berunni is that both of them were travelers but there is a 
basic difference is of their insight. Ibn Battuta describes his observations as it is without providing 
any causation on the other hand Al-Berunni is not merely a narrator, he analysis the reasons behind 
the things he observed whether it is a fact or a social custom. This very difference of observation 
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